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U.S. AMBASSADOR MARCIA BERNICAT’S
REMARKS ON ADVANCING WOMEN LEADERSHIP AND

PARTICIPATION FOR INCLUSIVE ELECTIONS
DHAKA, NOVEMBER 28, 2017

e Advisor to the Prime Minister, HT Imam

e Honorable Chief Election Commissioner, K M Nurul Huda;

e Member, Bangladesh Nationalist Party, Amir Khusru Mahmud Chowdhury,
e MP, Dr. Hasan Mahmud, Publicity and Publication Secretary,:

e Member, Bangladesh Nationalist Party, Dr. Abdul Moin Khan
e Distinguished officials from the Government of Bangladesh;
e current and future women leaders;

e Colleagues, members of the media, ladies and gentlemen:

Assalam-u-Alaikum, nomoshkar, and good afternoon!

On behalf of the United States Government, I’'m delighted to be here today to recognize the
importance of women’s participation in Bangladesh’s democratic development. I’d like to thank
the Chief Election Commissioner, Mr. K.M. Nurul Huda, and senior political leaders for their
support and for their commitment to strengthening Bangladesh’s democracy.

And I’d like to thank and congratulate all of the women here today for your courage to reach
across the aisle and work together to solve common challenges, despite your political differences.
Women play an important role in Bangladesh’s democracy.

As the U.S. Agency for International Development’s campaign rightfully says: Narir Joye
Shobar Joy When Women Win, We All Win.
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The fact that we have women representatives from both the Awami League and the
Bangladesh Nationalist Party here today is significant. This is what we expect from democratic
societies. We expect that all citizens —not just political party leaders, but citizens from all walks of
life and from all political backgrounds, from teachers and doctors to tailors and farmers — to come
together to resolve problems that affect all Bangladeshis.

We have an opportunity today to reflect on the progress we’ve made in strengthening
Bangladesh’s democracy, and a chance to work through the challenges we still face. And when I
say democracy, | mean all elements of the broader political process. Democracy isn’t just about
casting a vote at the ballot box; it also includes the pre-election, election, and post-election periods.

In a strong democracy, citizens must be able to freely and peacefully campaign for their
candidate, register to vote without fear of losing their home or job, cast a vote without pressure from
others, and respect the results of legitimate elections.

To help build this environment here in Bangladesh, the U.S. Government, through USAID’s
Strengthening Political Landscape activity, or SPL, is working with parties across the political
spectrum to strengthen youth and women’s leadership, and foster inclusive politics. Inclusivity is

key.

Strong democracies value the participation of all citizens in the political process and make
every effort to include everyone’s voice. Strong democracies uphold human rights and make sure
each and every person, including women, has an equal opportunity to fulfill their full potential in
life, regardless of race, gender, religion, ethnicity, sexual orientation, or personal beliefs.

The free and safe participation of women in society is critical to strengthening Bangladesh’s
democracy. Women make up about half of the total population in Bangladesh, you work hard to
contribute to Bangladesh’s fast-growing economy, and you hold leadership positions in

communities and at the highest levels of government.
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But, more needs to be done. Despite some noteworthy achievements and some very
prominent and impressive individual women leaders, women remain largely absent from decision-
making positions in political parties and as elected representatives.

The full participation of women in the electoral process has been discouraged by a number
of factors, including by the practices of Islamic political parties that have zero female
representatives in their ranks; restrictive social and religious expectations; and gender-based and
political violence.

Violence has no place in a strong democratic society, anywhere. This includes gender-based
violence and all forms of political violence, like efforts to obstruct the freedom to peacefully
assemble or silence political expression.

Let me be clear — violence has no place in Bangladesh’s democracy. When elections are
inclusive, free, and peaceful the results are more likely to be respected by voters.

So to the women leaders here today, | encourage all of you to build on the networks and
partnerships you’ve already made, continue to expand those networks and partnerships in the future,
and work together to promote dialogue, tolerance, diversity, and inclusivity to advance
Bangladesh’s democracy.

Your voice matters and we look to you to break political barriers and work together to help
solve the development challenges that affect all Bangladeshis.

Narir Joye, Shobar Joy
When Women Win, We All Win.

I wish you all a successful discussion today, and | look forward to our continued partnership
as we work together to build a more free and more inclusive democracy in Bangladesh.

Thank you, Onek dhonnobad!

* As Prepared for delivery
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